The overarching issue addressed by the papers in this volume, whether 70 ce should be considered a watershed in Jewish history, has been the object of discussion for more than a century and a half, but the results are still far from unambiguous. In undertaking a project like this it might be well to recall at the outset, as an inspiration but also as a warning, the experience of one of the founding fathers of our profession, Heinrich Graetz.
The overarching issue addressed by the papers in this volume, whether 70 ce should be considered a watershed in Jewish history, has been the object of discussion for more than a century and a half, but the results are still far from unambiguous. In undertaking a project like this it might be well to recall at the outset, as an inspiration but also as a warning, the experience of one of the founding fathers of our profession, Heinrich Graetz.
1 First, inspiration: In 1846, before he began publishing his Geschichte der Juden, which eventually filled eleven volumes, Graetz published an ambitious programmatic essay on the structure of Jewish history, in which he took the schematic position that all of Jewish history, from the earliest times reflected in the Bible until his own day, divides into three major eras.
2 Of these, the first, which ended with the destruction of the First Temple, was that of a people in its land; the second, which ended with the destruction of the Second Temple, was that of a religious community in its land; and the third, which continued from 70 ce until Graetz's own times, was that of a religious community in exile.
I believe, on the one hand, that especially in our age of specialization we should be inspired by such a daringly broad and elegant view, and challenged by it to try our hands, too, at making sense of the big picture, at trying to find a meaningful forest that unites all of our trees. On the other hand, however, Graetz's example should also serve as a warning, for it turned out that his grand project fell on its face insofar as our period is concerned. 3 However, when the hapless but honest Graetz then sat down to write up vol. III, on the Second Temple period, which was supposed to be the second era, he concluded that it was not an era at all. Rather, Graetz concluded that the first four hundred years after the destruction of the First Temple were best handled as a continuation of the first era, and that-more importantly for the present context-he could not really point to what changed in 70. 4 The result was that the second volume he published (vol. III, 1856) was dedicated to the 230 years from the death of Judah Maccabee until 70 ce but not assigned to any era at all, and so things were to remain in all editions of his eleven-volume Geschichte: Vols. I-II are labeled prominently as devoted to the first era, down to the Hasmonean revolt, and vols. IV-XI are just as prominently labeled as devoted to the last era(s), 5 but vol. III is not said to deal with any era at all. The second era simply disappeared from the scheme. 6 Graetz's grand project thus testifies not only to the perils of committing oneself to an a priori conception, and to Graetz's honesty in abandoning it, but also, and most importantly for us here, it warns us of the difficulty of pinning down the significance of the destruction of the Second Temple.
